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ABSTRACT
Students who have contact with the juvenile justice system are a particularly
vulnerable and unique school-aged population. The risk factors that plague the likelihood
of justice-involvement are numerous and inter-connected. Early experiences of trauma
and adversity, limited familial and financial capital, and challenges with mental health all
contribute to increased likelihood of youth contact with juvenile justice systems. Despite
said risk factors effects on young people overall, youth of color are particularly
susceptible to become justice-involved. School and community discipline statistics are
grossly, racially disproportionate.
Pathways from schools to the justice system have been widely investigate in the
literature. There remains issue in the practical application of solution-oriented steps to
ameliorate systemic barriers. This paper will call for a shift in school psychological
practice that leans into prevention through accurate and specific measurement. This
paper will explore the grounds for consideration of youth with justice-involvement as a
special population with unique characteristics. It will call for increased research
exploring the assessment of this special population and provide evidence for the
usefulness and appropriateness of a common school-based risk screener as a specific tool
for the identification of risk for justice-involvement.
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INTRODUCTION
Students who are involved in multiple systems of care such as education, mental
health, juvenile justice, and child welfare, have had early life experiences that diverge
from students who are not systems-involved. Due to this, youth who have had contact
with the juvenile justice system are distinctly different from the general student
population. High incidence of mental health needs, traumatic experiences, and systemic
discrimination leaves youth who are involved in juvenile justice systems vulnerable to
life trajectories that include increased criminalization. In education systems, discipline
initiatives that were designed to increase safety have spiraled from well-intended
prevention efforts into pathways to the juvenile justice system. The issues that plague
educational and community discipline are convoluted; therefore, this paper will discuss
these issues as a constellation of issues, not one pipeline - which suggests an easy and
obvious solution.
School psychologists use universal assessment practices to prevent and
understand issues pertinent to their students’ behavioral, emotional, and social
functioning. It is unclear to what degree current school-based assessment measures are
accurately identifying criminal risk, nor if that would be a successful stop-gap in
funneling students into community-based corrections. Assessment tools for behavior and
emotional risk are normed on a representative sample, which renders generalizations to
special populations questionable. The first manuscript will provide evidence for the
1

treatment of justice-involved youth as unique in school-based measurement. To do so it
will examine the existence of school-based pathways to the juvenile justice system, how
and which students they criminalize, and the position of universal screening as a tool for
intervention and prevention. The response to the need for universal assessment research
within the population of youth who are involved in systems of juvenile justice will be
addressed in the second manuscript. A sample of justice-involved youth were given a
common universal behavioral and emotional risk assessment and the results provide a
discussion of its usefulness and appropriateness for identifying these constructs among
this special population.
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MANUSCRIPT ONE
Building the Case for Special Assessment Considerations for Youth Involved with
the Justice System
School pathways to incarceration, formerly denoted as “the school to prison
pipeline” is the culmination of multiple educational and systemic practices that results in
the funneling of students from the classroom into the juvenile and criminal justice
systems (Monahan, VanDerhei, Bechtold, & Cauffman, 2014; National Association of
School Psychologists, 2008). These school-based pathways are maintained and
manicured by schools that reference and implement extreme and non-discriminant
policies for the discipline of student conduct. The achievement and opportunity gaps in
public education cannot be unglued from school discipline practices and this
phenomenon has dominated the school psychological and criminal justice literature for
some time now (e.g., Anyon et al., 2014; Hirschfield, 2008; Nicholson-Crotty,
Birchmeier, & Valentine, 2009; Skiba, 2014; Welch & Payne, 2010). Existence of these
pathways goes undisputed in academic literature; however, the issue remains in
successfully bridging the knowledge-to-practice valley.
There are several contributions to school pathways that result in justiceinvolvement. Included among them are issues at the systemic, institutional,
administrative, adult, and youth levels. These pathways will be further explained to
3

frame the narrow focus of this paper: a call to research recognizing youth with
juvenile justice involvement as a special population and a call to action among school
psychologists to contribute to solution-focused work in the areas of school-based risk
screening and discipline practices. It will identify student characteristics, discuss the
unique factors that should be considered in risk identification, and call school
psychological researchers and practitioners to engage in work that better supports these
youth.
Statement of the Problem
Too often youth who get into trouble at school are further disserved by outdated
and/or inappropriate educational policies and procedures, which can lead to interactions
with law enforcement and/or further penetration into the juvenile justice system (Losen &
Gillespie, 2012). Though the goal of this system is to rehabilitate and prevent continued
crime, youth with law enforcement contact require specific support in order for
attainment of that goal. Historically, the odds have not been in the favor of these youth
or their families. Not until 2018 did the city of Los Angeles approve a motion to end
family-paid daily fees for a child to be held in juvenile detention; these fees were just one
of the systemic practices that undermined the supposed focus of this system: the
rehabilitation of young people (Hess, 2018). These youth are distinctly different from the
general student population, and the reasons behind that are the focus of this
paper. Whether students get swept up in unfair school-based discipline procedures or
engage in behavior that is criminally substantiated, entry into the juvenile justice system
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can result in a cycle of unsteady employment, poverty, limited social networks, crime,
substance use, and persistent mental health needs (Janz & Banbury, 2009).
School psychologists can serve as a diversion mechanism in the funneling of
students from school to correctional settings. School psychologists should capitalize on
their skills in how to select and utilize data-based decision making tools. School
psychologists are resident experts in assessment and using data to drive prevention and
intervention efforts for individual students. Students most likely to matriculate into the
justice system deserve dedicated practitioners who understand their unique characteristics
and circumstances. Through this lens of acknowledgement and special consideration,
school psychologists can shift assessment practices to target the distinct profile of
behavioral and emotional risk in these students and better prevent, intervene, and serve
this population.
Education and justice systems are unequivocally linked. Youth involved in the
justice system should be treated as a special population in measurement. The lived
experiences of youth involved with the juvenile justice system are distinctly different
from youth who are uninvolved. With vast risk propensities in the areas of trauma,
mental health, and recidivism, students who have had contact with the juvenile justice
system need better and more well-suited mental health care and risk identification. A
natural environment and profession to implement such changes is schools and their
school psychologists. Armed with an understanding of the systemic biases, institutional
policies, and administrative practices that currently underserve and criminalize students,
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school psychologists can intervene through measurement aimed at identifying risk so that
the practice of school psychology can lean on prevention-oriented work.
Review of the Literature
The Los Angeles Unified School District faced community backlash following
implementation of random metal detector searches in their educational institutions
(American Civil Liberties Union of Southern California, n.d.). Policies like random
search disproportionately affect the lives and futures of students of color. The anti-search
campaign stresses that these practices enforce a system that prepares certain students for
prison in place of educating them and has coined the phrase, “students, not
suspects.” This is one example of young people and those who care about them gathering
thoughts, ideas, and responses to the American epidemic of criminalizing youth. In an
effort to be heard and affect change, youth use social media platforms to portray their
frustrations with an inequitable system as well as reclaim their identity as learners rather
than criminals.
This concept, “students, not suspects,” has been adopted by several chapters of
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). With the support and public presence of
the ACLU, the two inextricably linked systems of education and juvenile justice often
referred to as the “school to prison pipeline,” have sparked outrage and reform initiatives
to policies in the areas of school justice, discipline, and policing. In an effort to reframe
the “school to prison pipeline” as a culmination of many disserving systems and
practices, this paper will instead reference “school pathways to the juvenile justice
system.” One streamlined “pipeline” suggests a simple solution to solve these
6

practices. “Pathways” more accurately illustrates the convoluted nature of the issue and
suggests the need for a creative and overhauling solution.
The funneling of students into the juvenile and criminal justice systems reinforces
the cyclical pattern of intergenerational crime, incarceration, and recidivism. These
pathways will be the backdrop for conceptualizing a niche area of need in measurement,
the appropriate and accurate identification of behavioral risk in special populations.
Understanding Youth with Juvenile Justice Involvement
There are multiple cited individual youth factors that contribute to the likelihood
of arrest, among them being age, sex, race, and attitude (Development Services Group,
Inc., 2018). Specifically, youth are arrested more than adults, males more than females,
people of color more than White people, and those who portray arbitrary disrespect
toward police more than those who show respect to the officer (Mastrofski, Worden, &
Snipes, 1995; Pope & Snyder, 2003; Allen, 2005; Brown, 2005; Conley, 1994; Brown,
Novak, & Frank, 2009). These factors paint a pessimistic picture for young males of
color and highlight the amount of latitude police hold in making life-altering decisions
based on perceptions of respect. Not surprisingly, several studies have concluded on
findings that youth of color hold less favorable attitudes regarding the procedural justice
of law enforcement officers than those of White youth (Leiber, Nalla, & Farnworth,
1998; Wu, Lake, & Cao, 2015). Not only are youth of color perceiving a lack of justice,
they experience disproportionate representation in the justice system. The risk factors,
characteristics, and outcomes for the youth most at-risk and those who are justiceinvolved are discussed below.
7

Race
Disproportionate contact with the juvenile justice system is influenced by the
discipline and achievement gaps faced by youth of color. Systemic oppression fueled by
the implicit and explicit biases of those in power have perpetuated poor school-based
discipline and low academic expectations for marginalized students. For example,
schools frequently sentence Black, male students with harsh, exclusionary punishment for
subjective offenses (e.g., disrespect toward adults), as opposed to serious infractions
(Riley, 2016). Furthermore, youth of color participate in maladaptive behaviors in school
at similar rates as their same-aged peers of other races (Butler, Joubert, & Lewis, 2009),
but are suspended and expelled 2-3 times more often (Riley, 2016). Latinx youth also
experience inequity in school and community discipline; they are disproportionately
represented in both exclusionary punishment in schools as well as juvenile incarceration
statistics (Scott, Moses, Finnigan, Trujillo, & Jackson, 2017). In 2012, it was estimated
that one in every 14 Latinx students were suspended from school (Losen & Gillespie,
2012). Compared to White students, often Black and Latinx students face more severe
punishment in schools, which in turn is associated with higher likelihood of referral to the
juvenile justice system (Marchbanks & Blake, 2018). These facts shed light on what can
only be referred to as a systematic bias that disproportionately affects students of color in
education.
In addition to school discipline, there is racial disproportionality among the
representation of youth in contact with the juvenile justice system (Marchbanks III &
Blake, 2018). For example, in 2014 Black youth accounted for 15% of the youth
8

population nationwide, but 36% of the youth who had contact with the juvenile justice
system (Hyland, 2018). Comparatively, White youth accounted for 56% of the youth
population and 43% of the juvenile justice population (Hyland, 2018). These two
examples illustrate the racial disparities among those arrested. In addition to arrest
disproportionality, Black youth were more than three times more likely than White or
Hispanic youth to be referred to juvenile court and 8% less likely to have their case
adjudicated compared to White youth (Hyland, 2018). Not only do youth of color
experience more arrests, they face harsher consequences once in the system.
Sex, Gender, and Sexual Orientation
In this section, biological sex will be discussed as a binary (using the terms
“male” and “female”), as the data are collected in this manner for reporting purposes. Of
the incarcerated youth population, it is estimated that around 87% are male (Mallett,
2015). When youth are referred to law enforcement and arrested due to behavior at
school, 71% of them are male-identified (Puzzanchera & Ehrmann, 2018). The other
29% are female-identified, though this population is rising (Puzzanchera & Ehrmann,
2018). Over the last 30 years female arrests have increased 50% from 500,000 in 1985 to
750,000 in 2015. Although females are a rising population they are less likely than males
to have their case escalated to court in favor of diversion or probation. Youth biological
sex interacts with other factors such as race to indicate criminal risk among a juvenile
population.
Transgender youth are young people whose gender identity does not match their
assigned sex (Dank, Yu, & Yahner, 2016). Sexual minority youth are young people who
9

have a sexual orientation that is not heterosexual [e.g., bisexual, gay, lesbian, etc. (Dank,
Yu, & Yahner, 2016)]. Sexual minority and transgender youth will be referred to using
the acronym LGBTQ, which stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and
questioning. LGBTQ youth makeup approximately 4-8% of the youth population, and
13-15% of the justice-involved population, which makes their representation
disproportionate (McCauley & Brinkley-Rubinstein, 2017; National Center for
Transgender Equality, 2014). These youth experience specific discrimination and
rejection from their families, schools, and communities which contributes to their high
representation in the juvenile justice system (National Center for Transgender Equality,
2014). Sex, gender, and sexual orientation speak to the likelihood and risks for specific
youth and their outcomes. LGBTQ youth are clearly a marginalized group and this status
places them as particularly vulnerable to involvement with the justice system.
Trauma
Thirteen categories of traumatic stress have been identified by The National Child
Traumatic Stress Network (2000) and include: 1) community violence, 2) complex
trauma, 3) domestic violence, 4) early childhood trauma, 5) medical trauma, 6) traumatic
grief, 7) neglect, 8) physical abuse, 9) sexual abuse, 10) natural disasters, 11) school
violence, 12) terrorism, and 13) refugee and war zone trauma. These thirteen types of
trauma are not an exhaustive list but do provide a foundational understanding to
categorizing the myriad of experiences that may lead to trauma reactions in children and
adolescents. Early traumatization is a risk factor for later juvenile and criminal justice
involvement (Mersky, Topitzes, & Reynolds, 2012). Prevalence rates of traumatic
10

experiences in schools are estimated between 25-68% (Costello, Erkanli, Fairbank, &
Angold, 2002; Copeland, Keeler, Angold, & Costello, 2007), whereas prevalence
estimates of traumatic experiences in juvenile detention centers are above 90% (Abram,
Teplin, Charles, Longworth, McClelland, & Duncan, 2004).
In a landmark study out of the Center for Disease Control and Prevention in
partnership with Kaiser Permanente, researchers identified seven distinct adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs) considered to have the potential to be traumatizing (Felitti
et al., 1998). This number was later updated to include 10 distinct ACEs that are broken
into three broad categories: 1) abuse, 2) household dysfunction, and 3)
neglect. Childhood abuse can be psychological, physical, and/or sexual in
nature. Household dysfunction includes experiences of domestic violence, household
substance abuse, household mental illness, household incarceration, as well as parental
separation or divorce. Childhood neglect differentiates victimization of emotional and
physical perpetration (Felitti, et al., 1998). Any existence of the aforementioned ACEs
prior to the age of 18 qualifies, under the study’s parameters, as early life adversity.
As expected, the quantity of ACEs revealed a graded relationship with adverse
outcomes indicating that with increased ACEs comes increased likelihood for negative
effects long-term. Among the long-term implications of early adversity are increased risk
for substance misuse, mental health challenges including depression and suicidality,
cigarette dependency, obesity and inactivity, engaging in sexually risky behaviors, and a
number of physical health illnesses that are leading causes of death in adulthood (Felitti
et al., 1998). Each of these risk propensities comes with additional, secondary negative
11

health and personal outcomes. For example, greater risk for physical illness can lead to
individuals with a shortened lifespan. Students with larger quantities of ACEs are more
likely to experience educational difficulties including academic underachievement,
suspension and expulsion, and school dropout (Litgen, n.d.).
Nationally, risk for experiencing ACEs is unequally distributed based on race and
ethnicity (Sacks & Murphy, 2018). That is, in the United States Black non-Hispanic
children are at highest risk for ACEs, followed in descending order by Hispanic children,
White non-Hispanic children, and Asian non-Hispanic children (Sacks & Murphy,
2018). These findings illustrate that trauma disproportionately affects children of color,
and as such, identification of trauma in students is integral to not only their immediate
mental health, but their long-term trajectory academically and societally, particularly for
the most vulnerable child populations who have been historically underserved.
Offenses
Youth under the age of 18 were arrested approximately 856,130 times in 2016,
which is a figure 58% lower than the number of juvenile arrests in 2007 (OJJDP,
2017). Although arrest rates for juveniles are dropping, close to one million youth
continue to have direct contact with law enforcement and correctional systems. Youth
who have contact with law enforcement officers upon a chargeable offense are most
likely to undergo referral to one of three options: arrest, court, or diversion (Development
Services Group, Inc., 2018). In 2012, juveniles were most likely to be referred to
juvenile court (68%) followed by release/diversion (22%), criminal court (8%), and
outside agencies such as child welfare organizations (2%) (Puzzanchera, 2014). Youth
12

who are arrested typically fall into one of a few crime categories. Frequent offense types
include: violent crimes, drug-related crimes, and property crimes (English et al. 2002;
Dembo et al. 1988; Heck and Walsh 2000). The most recent arrest data from the national
report on juvenile arrests from the year 2012 displayed the count of juvenile arrests
connected to various offense types (Puzzanchera, 2014). An abbreviated version is
depicted in Table 1.
Table 1
Number of Juvenile Arrests in the Most Frequent Offense Categories from 2012
Percent of total
juvenile arrests
Offense Type
2012 estimated number of
Female
White
juvenile arrestsa
(%)
(%)
Total
1,319,700
29
65
Larceny-Theft
224,200
42
61
Simple Assault
173,100
37
59
Drug Abuse Violation
140,000
17
74
Disorderly Conduct
120,100
35
55
Liquor Law Violation
77,800
40
88
Curfew/Loitering
70,200
29
57
Vandalism
59,900
16
75
Burglary
53,800
59
12
Aggravated Assault
36,300
26
55
Weapons Offense
24,700
10
60
b
All Other Offenses
339,600
Note. Adapted from “Juvenile Arrests 2012,” by C. Puzzanchera, 2014, Juvenile
Offenders and Victims: National Report Series, p. 3.
a

This column reflects the estimated number of arrests. It is not a reflection of the number

of juveniles arrested (youth may be arrested more than once), nor the number of offenses
committed (youth may be arrested for multiple offenses at one time).
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b

All other offense types were not included in this table and can be referenced in the full-

text version from its original publication. Since it is an aggregate of multiple offenses,
percent of total juvenile arrests, both female and White, are not provided.
Outcomes and Characteristics
Experiences of school discipline and entrance into the juvenile justice system has
adverse effects on youth’s personal and societal outcomes (Mallett, 2015). For example,
contact with the juvenile justice system is linked to significant mental health challenges,
reduced academic performance and school completion, persistent poverty and cyclical
criminal behavior (Attar, Guerra, & Tolan, 1994; Farrington, 2000; Murray & Farrington,
2005; Hess, Pejic, & Castejon, 2014; Kinscherff, 2012). Discussed below in detail are
the characteristics typical of this population and the negative outcomes that are associated
with or determinants of youthful experiences with school and community discipline.
Mental Illness
Up to 20% of adolescents aged 13-18 years old live with a mental health
condition (National Alliance on Mental Health, 2016), whereas it is estimated that up to
70% of adolescents who have had contact with the juvenile justice system met criteria for
a clinical mental health diagnosis (Kinscherff, 2012). Additionally, 55% of youth in the
juvenile justice system met criteria for two or more mental health diagnoses. Of those
with a mental health condition, over half had a comorbid substance use disorder (Shufelt
& Cocozza, 2006). Common mental health concerns among students who have had
contact with the juvenile justice system include anxiety disorders, mood disorders,
attention disorders, behavioral disorders, and substance use disorders.
14

Flooding correctional facilities with youth who have significant behavioral health
needs and complex trauma histories is counter-productive. The youth justice system does
not have the means to rehabilitate behavioral health needs and instead reinforces and
perpetuates criminal trajectories (Kinscherff, 2012). Without proper means to function as
intended, juvenile detention pulls students from the learning environment and places
them at risk to spiral down and out instead of up and through. The fact that schools are
often the intermediary between home/community and the justice system points to the
need for systemic overhaul in the way that educational institutions identify behavioral
and emotional risk in specialized groups of students. Compared to community-based
mental health referrals, students are much more likely to receive consistent and accessible
mental health support through school-based referrals and practitioners (Overstreet &
Mathews, 2011). This fact sheds light on the need for school psychologists to give
special considerations to justice-involved youth.
School Completion
Juvenile contact with law enforcement has negative effects on the educational
outcomes for youth. Not only do exclusionary policies negatively affect academic
outcomes, they also have been shown to increase further behavioral issues among
students (Teasley, 2014). Students who are suspended and/or expelled are subjected to
decreased instruction time as well as feelings of social and school-based alienation
(Riley, 2016). Removal of students from the learning environment via these
methodologies places students further at risk for academic failure and dropout (Hess,
Pejic, & Castejon, 2014).
15

School dropout is significantly linked with the likelihood of eventual
incarceration (Cramer, Gonzalez, & Pellegrini-Lafont, 2014). With that said, Black
students dropout of school at a rate two times higher than their White peers (Cramer,
Gonzalez, & Pellegrini-Lafont, 2014). Black students disproportionately suffer strong
consequences from school discipline procedures, increasing the likelihood of academic
retention or failure, which in turn can lead to dropout. (Monaan, VanDerhei, Bechtold, &
Cauffman, 2014)
Youth who drop out of school are less likely to obtain steady employment as adult
citizens (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014; Robison, Jaggers, Rhodes,
Blackmon, & Church, 2017). In 2010 the unemployment rate was 43% for youth who
dropped out of school, compared to 33% unemployment among high school
completers. High school dropout is linked with lower earning potential, fewer and lowerpaying job opportunities, reliance on government assistance, and adult incarceration
(Hirschfield, 2008; National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014; Northeastern University,
Center for Labor Market Studies and Alternative Schools Network in Chicago,
2009). The direction of effect is difficult to tease apart, however it is clear that school
completion and involvement with the justice system are linked.
Recidivism
Technically, recidivism refers to the repetition of criminal behavior, yet the
methods for measurement are not agreed upon across jurisdictions. Some states measure
and report recidivism based on the re-arrest of youth, some on the re-incarceration, and
others still on the violation of probationary terms (National Center for Juvenile Justice,
16

2014). Additionally, the time-frame within which recidivism is measured can range from
six months to three years (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). Due to these
differences and the lack of a common operational definition, national rates of recidivism
are not available, nor would they prove useful. The return to criminal behavior is likely
affected by the quality of rehabilitation offered through adjudication and postadjudication. School psychologists can aid in reducing recidivism among students
through targeted interventions to promote school engagement and address mental health
concerns.
Family Composition
Familial risk factors for child and adolescent delinquency and criminal behavior
include family structure, parenting style, and family presence. Youth who experience
disruptions in their family dynamics due to the incarceration of a family member,
parental separations, and a lack of parental supervision are at increased risk for eventual
delinquent behavior and incarceration (Aaron & Dallaire, 2010; Dufur, Hoffmann,
Braudt, Parcel, & Spence, 2015). Caregivers and children experience and enter a
relationship known as attachment (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970). Attachment quality can
have specific implications on a child’s social development; successful facilitation of later
social relationships among other tasks of development such as prosocial behavior control
can be affected by the nature of the attachment relationship (Parke & Clarke-Stewart,
2011). Dufur, Hoffmann, Braudt, Parcel, & Spence (2015) refer to attachment quality,
parental attention and monitoring, and parental stable unions as familial sources of
children’s social capital. They found that higher instances of familial sources of social
17

capital, including parental warmth and conversations about school, were associated with
decreased delinquency in adolescence. Other familial factors that contribute to the
likelihood of adolescent delinquency include low parental monitoring, weak social bonds
between parent and child, and single-parent households (Matherne & Thomas, 2001).
Poverty
Familial poverty also serves as a source of risk; it is difficult to isolate the
experiences and delineates of poverty, however, multiple studies have tied juvenile
delinquency to low socioeconomic status (Attar, Guerra, & Tolan, 1994; Moffitt,
Gabrielle, & Mednick, 1981). Socioeconomic status is closely tied to neighborhood
disadvantage, the concept that geographic location is linked to poverty and in turn
perpetuates underemployment, chronic stress, high mobility residents, poor community
resources, and high crime rates (Santiago, Wadsworth, & Stump, 2011). Poverty is an
undeniable contributor to the likelihood of homelessness. Consistent and reliable housing
is difficult to secure while living in poverty. It is often one of the larger expenses
families face, there are a lack of affordable options, and public assistance is left to chance
or it is unavailable (Homelessness in America, 2020).
One’s likelihood of living in poverty is also significantly linked to race. The
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (2014) reported that youth most
likely to live in poverty and experience the accompanying hardships were Black and
Latinx youth, followed by Asian and White youth to a lesser extent. When children have
access to resources that accompany affluence they are less likely to engage in delinquent
behavior (Santiago, Wadsworth, & Stump, 2011). The composition and status of the
18

family are immensely influential on children’s delinquent outcomes and speak further to
the uniqueness of this population of youth.
Familial Incarceration
Children with incarcerated parents are exposed to numerous risk factors
associated with detrimental outcomes at different ages. The United States houses about
1,489,300 prisoners in both federal and state facilities (Bronson & Carson, 2019). In
2007, approximately 810,000 incarcerated individuals reported holding parental status of
a minor (0-17 years) child (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). This means that upwards of 1.7
million minors in the US are experiencing parental incarceration, the majority (~78%) of
which are school-aged (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010). Experiencing familial incarceration
is associated with multiple risks for maladjustment during childhood (Aaron & Dallaire,
2010). Multiple studies point to parental incarceration as a strong predictor of eventual
child delinquency and criminal repercussions (Farrington, 2000; Murray & Farrington,
2005). Additionally, children who experience the separation from a parent or family
member due to incarceration experience negative trends in their academic performance,
mental wellness, and family experiences (Aaron & Dallarie, 2010). Intergenerational
cycles of crime and incarceration are difficult to disrupt. Students who have this
experience are at increased risk for delinquent behavior and as such, should be treated as
a special population in schools and in the way that schools support and assess their
needs.
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School Pathways to Juvenile Justice
The school pathways that lead to student involvement in the juvenile justice
system are complicated and numerous. Some are unable to be unglued from adjacent
issues, others encompass multiple issues. The most obvious pathway from schools to
juvenile justice involvement is the practice of exclusionary school discipline. Other
pathways of note are those that infiltrate the training of educators, their approaches to
teaching in a White-centric system that promotes curriculum designed to perpetuate the
history of oppressors, and the identification and referral of students of color to special
education. Whiteness in education and special education will be briefly explained as
pieces of the problem followed by an explanation of school discipline as a mechanism for
criminalizing and controlling student behavior and how prevention efforts can flip those
practices and in doing so give students with justice-involvement the special
considerations they deserve.
Whiteness in Education
Racial inequity is endemic in the education system (Matias & Rucker, 2018). The
advancement of Whiteness and prioritization of White-centric values in education are
upheld by those in power and have been named a routine and normalized act of White
supremacy (Gillborn, 2005). School policies, educators, administrators, and curricula are
inherently normed to fit the needs of White students and stories. The colonization of
curriculum has reinforced the continued teaching of the victories of oppressors while
sidelining multiculturalism as main-story adjacent (Haviland, 2008). Students of color
recognize their lack of representation and that awareness perpetuates feelings of
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oppression and inferiority (Taylor & Clark, 2009) and creates unstable grounds for
meaningful connection to their teachers and engagement with their schools.
Educators and students exist in a system that was built on acts of overt racism. In
1954 the landmark Oliver Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas case was
heard by the US Supreme Court where it was determined that segregation in schools was
unconstitutional. Typically taught as a historical victory for Black students and
communities, the desegregation of public schools was supported by White politicians
because they had global social capital to gain from it. This idea, coined “interest
convergence” (Bell, 1980) illustrates that even landmark racial equality legislation was
passed to serve the agenda of powerful White people with no actual intention to integrate
and include all students.
The centering Whiteness in education normalizes the White experience and
thereby criminalizes Blackness and the Black experience (Heitzeg, 2015). No longer are
racist acts judged by their overt prejudice, but rather in their institutional and systemic
embedding into the systems that students of color exist in. Implicit biases are still biases
and are founded on existing schemas for the treatment of students in schools (Staats,
2016). These systems perpetuate White racial privilege, allow implicit bias to run
rampant, and force Black and other students of color to be side-lined, other-ed, labeled,
punished, and criminalized. Institutionalized racism has affected all aspects of education
and contributes greatly to the continued manicuring of school pathways to the juvenile
justice system that inappropriately target marginalized students.
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Special Education
Students of color are disproportionately represented in the referral and
identification for special education services in school (Riley, 2016). In the context of
schools, Black youth tend to be overrepresented in special education populations,
particularly under the category of emotional and behavioral disability (Hess, Pejic, &
Castejon, 2014). Students that exhibit maladaptive behaviors in school often get referred
for special education as an attempt to “intervene,” however, an inappropriate placement
can have serious repercussions. Special education placement can have lasting effects on
students such as labels, restricted learning environments, and few opportunities to reenter
general education (Waitoller, Artiles, Cheney, 2010). The labeling of students can have
internal and external consequences; students may develop a reduced sense of self-worth
due to associations with their label and it may encourage biases or reduce expectations
among school staff (Riley, 2016). Special education law requires that all eligible children
be educated in the least restrictive environment (Rozalski, Miller, & Stewart, 2011).
Students inappropriately placed in special education forcefully forfeit this right and are
denied access to general education settings (Waitoller, Artilles, Cheney, 2010).
Black youth comprise 20% of the special education population, but only 9% of
school aged youth (Riley, 2016). “This disproportionality calls into question the validity
of identification procedures such that school psychologists may be under or over
identifying a number of students based on factors other than their educational and social
emotional needs” (Hess, Pejic, & Castejon, 2014, p. 322). The aforementioned pathways
are outlined because failure to mention them would be a simplification of this convoluted
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issue. This paper will now focus on school discipline as a broken system that needs
conscious attention given to not only the intervention or response to misbehavior, but the
assessment efforts that could serve as prevention tools to misbehavior.
School Discipline
The era of “zero tolerance discipline policies” followed The Gun-Free Schools
Act of 1994, enacted under former president, Bill Clinton (Cerrone, 1999). A wellmeaning piece of legislation that was designed to keep students and schools safe was
quickly adopted as a blanket disciplinary code for any and all behavioral
infractions. Zero tolerance was overgeneralized and led to students receiving harsh and
unfitting punishments for any breach in student conduct or school regulation (American
Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Skiba, & Rausch, 2006;
Skiba, 2014). To illustrate this concept, Teasley (2014) explains instances of
kindergarteners receiving expulsions for bringing paperclips and cough drops to school,
as technically these items were considered weapons and drug paraphernalia,
respectively.
Zero tolerance policies make use of punitive and exclusionary discipline methods
(suspension and expulsion) in response to varied behavioral offenses. “These policies rely
on one-size-fits-all punishment, mandating severe consequences regardless of the
circumstances” (Cramer, Gonzalez, & Pellegrini-Lafont, 2014, p. 463). Not only do
exclusionary policies negatively affect academic outcomes, harsh and exclusive
discipline does not work. Students that receive such punishments are more likely to
experience continued behavioral issues at school (Teasley, 2014). The issues that
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accompany the use of this type of school discipline are expansive. Students that undergo
suspension or expulsion suffer from decreased instruction time as well as feelings of
social and school-based alienation (Riley, 2016).
Historically, educational discipline under the zero-tolerance regime supported
exclusionary and punitive practices. The enactment of such policies has
disproportionately affected students of color and those with emotional and behavioral
disabilities (Rawles, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2008). As it stands, schools
are expediting youth, particularly youth of color, out of their supervision and
responsibility into the hands of America’s juvenile and criminal justice systems.
Future Directions
There are a number of promising practices that exist and are being piloted to reduce the
impact on already vulnerable youth who find themselves intertwined in the juvenile
justice system. Many aim to minimize unnecessary advancement of youth involvement
in the justice system, reallocate resources to triage the most in-need youth, reduce
recidivism, and/or prevent involvement altogether through partnership and overhauls
within systems.
Implications for Practice
School psychologists most often practice within education systems, specifically in P12 public schools. Within this setting, school psychologists have the opportunity to
become involved in or advocate for the advancement of comprehensive practices aimed
at addressing and reducing the criminalization of students. Two such avenues include a
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strong multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) and the implementation of school justice
partnerships (SJPs).
Multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) is a prevention-based framework that
schools use to collaboratively decide, implement a continuum of evidence-based
practices, monitor progress, and partner with stakeholders to support the success of all
students (Stoiber, 2014). As a framework, MTSS contains key elements that when
combined set the stage for a comprehensive approach to strive for better student
outcomes. One of the pillars of school psychological services, an adherence to
implementation of assessment, intervention, and instructional practices that are based in
evidence (National Association of School Psychologists, 2010), is upheld and highly
regarded in the MTSS framework.
Through attuned and informed observation, well-trained classroom teachers can
be integral to the identification and referral of students suffering from the risk factors that
make juvenile justice involvement likely. No single behavior is a foolproof indicator of
criminal risk, however, recognizing patterns of behavior and groupings of symptoms can
be important for connection to educational services and supports to accommodate and
prevent such a trajectory (Loeber & Farrington, 2000; Mallett, 2016; McConaughy &
Ritter, 2014). A strategy for choosing appropriate interventions should include a focus
on evaluations that include diverse criteria and methods of measurement to appropriately
identify differing behavior patterns and specific risk (Albers & Kettler, 2014). Moreover,
universal assessment practices that utilize measures with the specificity and accuracy to
predict pernicious life outcomes such as juvenile justice involvement can serve as an
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oscillation point for turning to enrollment in layered supports or a reexamination of
appropriate evidence-based practices.
Typically regarded as the hallmark element of MTSS is the layered continuum of
supports. Within this MTSS component, all students receive universal school-wide
interventions, the majority of which (~80%) do not require additional support for
educational success (Stoiber, 2014). It is expected that around ~15% of students will
require targeted level supports on top of universal, and again still a small portion of
students (~5%) require intensive, highly individualized support to supplement the
existing universal and targeted interventions (Stoiber, 2014). Even when this breakdown
shifts in high-needs communities, when schools can implement team-based approaches to
problem-solving and decision-making it allows for the support of students at all levels
with intentional and strategic planning.
Wherein other frameworks discipline is often used as a way to punish
misbehavior, through an MTSS framework that emphasizes a positive and inclusive
school culture, positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) initiatives, and
restorative practices, universal tier one practices can preventively catch misbehaviors
before they occur and use them as learning opportunities when they do. Schools can be
deliberate in their attempts to reduce re-traumatization and continuance of systemic
practices that disproportionately affect students of color through reform of punitive and
exclusionary educational discipline policies and practices.
Universally, the development of comprehensive discipline procedures should
include efforts to prevent misbehavior through classroom management and schoolwide
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expectations as well as instilling in students’ competencies for self-regulation (Bear,
1998; Bear & Manning, 2014; Osher, Bear, Sprague, & Doyle, 2010; Skiba & Peterson,
2000; Skiba & Losen, 2016). Additionally, universal screening procedures are a tier one
method of identifying risk in students and furthering investigation into said risks. The
assessment of criminal propensity through emotional and behavioral screening systems
could serve as a school-wide tool to prevent misbehavior and change discipline
practices. Tier one efforts to implement positive, culturally aware, and restorative
discipline approaches can allow for mitigation of furthering traumatized youth onto a
criminal trajectory.
Another example of a universal approach to youth discipline prevention is the
implementation of “school-justice partnerships” [(SJPs); Teske, n.d.]. SJPs are
innovative and strategic collaborations between schools, district attorneys, juvenile
justice and community agencies that offer alternatives to punitive discipline in schools
and communities (Deal, Ely, Hall, Marsh, Schiller, & Yelderman, 2014). Instead of
using default arrest practices or zero tolerance policies, SJPs were designed to employ
restorative justice practices to enact an agreed upon graduated response system for
specific disciplinary infractions. According to Judge Steven Teske (n.d.) schools
engaged in a SJP have experienced increased student graduation rate, increased student
attendance, and decreased school-based discipline referrals. Additionally, communities
engaged in a SJP have experienced decreased referrals to juvenile detention/probation,
decreased youth arrests, and marked public cost savings (Teske, n.d.).
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Implications for Research
There is a dearth of research on the assessment of students with juvenile justice
contact as a distinct subgroup of the population. This paucity in the literature speaks to
the urgent need for further study surrounding the unique needs and risks that describe
criminally-vulnerable youth. Research is a good first step, however, the continuation of
that work and trickle down into practice is of the utmost importance in reducing access to
and placement onto pathways from schools to the juvenile justice system. In order for
schools to accurately support these youth, they must first consider the unique needs and
circumstances of youth involved with the juvenile justice system. This paper calls for
just that and provides school- and community-based options for which current practices
can reach, identify, and accurately support the needs of this special population.
Youth with juvenile justice contact have a unique set of circumstances and
qualities that make them ideal candidates for special assessment and intervention
considerations. School psychologists have the skill-set to appropriately identify risk in
this subset of students. Research is warranted so that the clear needs of this population
can be addressed through common school-based measures of risk. Schools can serve as a
first line of identification for students at-risk for criminal behavior and/or penetration into
the juvenile justice system. Thorough prevention efforts in school-based measurement
paired with evidence-based school discipline practices school psychologists can
champion the dismantling of school pathways to the juvenile justice system.
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MANUSCRIPT TWO
Screening for Juvenile risk: Using Factor Analysis to Determine Measurement
Invariance for Special Populations
Introduction
Youth face societal, familial, and individual risk factors that contribute to their likelihood
of having contact with the juvenile justice system. Youth with early life trauma or adverse
experiences, those who were raised in low socioeconomic households with high rates of
parental stress, and those with existing mental health needs are particularly vulnerable to
legal involvement (Attar, Guerra, & Tolan, 1994; Farrington, 2000; Murray & Farrington,
2005; Hess, Pejic, & Castejon, 2014; Kinscherff, 2012). Children and adolescents of color,
particularly Black and Latinx youth, are disproportionately represented in school- and
community-based discipline. In schools, Black youth are 2-3 times more likely to receive
harsh, exclusionary punishments such as suspension and expulsion than their same-aged,
white counterparts (Riley, 2016). Mirrored racial disproportionality occurs in communitybased discipline. Youth of color are over-represented in arrests, court referrals, and
juvenile detention centers (Hyland, 2018; Marchbanks III & Blake, 2018). These youth
are highly underserved by these systems as they exist. The systems of education and
juvenile justice underserve and over-punish already marginalized youth and place them on
trajectories highly susceptible to pernicious life outcomes. Not only can universal
29

screening serve as an equalizer due to the elimination of often biased teacher referral
processes, it can lend itself to the specified risk identification of special populations (Dever,
Raines, Barclay, 2012).
The typical student receives passing grades in school, experiences some adversity
in childhood, engages in minor rule-breaking behaviors expected of adolescents, but
ultimately appears behaviorally and emotionally stable on standardized measures of these
constructs. School psychologists use tools that are designed to compare a unique child to
an “average” child. In some cases, this is appropriate as falling above or below such cutoffs
is informative, but in others it is alternatively mis-informative in that it can result in overand/or under-identification of a construct. Special populations of students deserve special
consideration in the realm of measurement and assessment so that the product data can
appropriately inform their success in schooling and in mental wellness.
This study addresses the paucity of research related to the specialized needs and
profiles of students involved with the juvenile justice system. These youth are distinctly
different and require specialized treatment in the realm of school- and community-based
measurement and discipline. The existence of various pathways directly from schools to
prisons has been well researched and observed; however, the practical applications
designed to ameliorate these significant issues have had little traction. It is the hope of
this study to provide an addition to the literature on the existence of these pathways, an
argument for treating youth involved with the juvenile justice system as a special
population in measurement, and a pointed step for addressing the inequity in school
discipline through informed data collection and usage.
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Distinctly Different
Underrepresented in an aggregate are a subset of student outliers. In this case,
special populations of students whose historical circumstances lie outside of the norm for
their peer cohort are not sufficiently represented in combined assessment results. This
fact is problematic for a multitude of reasons. Pre- and post-adjudicated youth are often
young people who are involved in multiple systems of care at an early age. The way in
which practitioners assess their functioning should reflect their individual
circumstances. Failing to individualize assessment batteries to glean useful risk and
behavioral data about students puts a school psychologist at risk of underserving and
under-supporting a group of students with specialized needs in and out of school (Parisi,
Ihlo, & Glover, 2014; McConaughy & Ritter, 2014).
Student self-reports of behavior are useful in that they are the perceptions of
personal capabilities and difficulties (Campbell & Hammond, 2014). The interpretation
of such perceptions can be nuanced due to external factors such as the student’s reading
comprehension ability, the student’s motivation to complete the form and complete it
with validity, and the student’s cognitive capacity for self-reflection and answering rating
scales per the measures’ instructions [e.g., rating behavior within the past 6 months as
opposed to prior to that timeframe; (Campbell & Hammond, 2014; Kamphaus, Reynolds,
& Dever, 2014; McConaughy & Ritter, 2014)]. Nonetheless, school psychologists can
reference self-reports of behavior as a foundation for understanding and intervening with
student risk.
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Prevention-Oriented Services
In the wake of the “wait-to-fail” era for mental health service provision under the
Response to Intervention regime in schools, a shift to prevention-oriented services has
ensued (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2012; Splett, Raborn, Lane, Binney, & Chafouleas,
2017; Reynolds & Shaywitz, 2009). Critical to ensuring preventative action within this
model is the early identification of students who are struggling or at risk of struggling
academically, socially, behaviorally, and/or emotionally (Glovers & Albers, 2007).
The expansive rates of referral to the justice system from the schooling system
has piqued the attention of legal, education and mental health professionals
alike. Considering the high referral rates from one system to another, it highlights the
question: is this population, students referred from school to community channels of
discipline, fundamentally distinct from typical students? And as such, what means are
necessary to ensure the individualized assessment of their needs, their emotional and
behavioral functioning, and their risk for behavioral manifestations likely of a justice
system referral? As it stands, there does not exist a screener specific to the risk for
community discipline. There are, however, numerous assessments designed to screen
youth for indicators of behavioral and emotional difficulties and strengths.
Screening
A core value in the field of school psychology is the adherence to and infusion of
data-based decision making (National Association of School Psychologists,
2010). Critical to the broad collection of data at a school-wide level is the usage of
universal assessment screeners. Assessment screening systems are designed to capture a
32

truthful yet brief snapshot of an individual’s current functioning in a resource-efficient
manner (Albers & Kettler, 2014; Kettler, Glover, Craig, Albers, & Feeney-Kettler,
2014). School psychologists have the specialization in data collection and interpretation
necessary to make good use of the resulting information and can use it to funnel students
toward an individualized service or support network. In contrast to previous practices,
current best practices in the field support the use of standardized measures given to all
students in order to position assessment as a prevention instrument as opposed to an
intervention instrument (Albers & Kettler, 2014; Lane, Oakes, Crocker, & Weist, 2017)
and as a way to avoid bias in the reporting of “at-risk” students in need of assessment
(Raines, Dever, Kamphaus, & Roach, 2012).
As the field leans more toward the use of standardized screening tools, the
likelihood of misidentification through false positives and negatives is reduced due to the
sound psychometrics associated with standardized measures. The reliability of a measure
tells the administrator how well items fit together, whether scores appear consistent
across multiple administrations, and to what degree scores agree when the rater differs
(Albers & Kettler, 2014; Crocker & Algina, 2008). The validity of a measure indicates to
the administrator how well the screener represents the intended construct, if it agrees with
other screeners designed to measure similar constructs, and if it accurately predicts
difficulties or strengths in the area of measurement (Albers & Kettler, 2014; Crocker &
Algina, 2008). The generalizability of an assessment is more accessible when said tool is
designed to meet reliability and validity standards in the field.
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With standardization in mind, one might question how well assessment screening
tools capture the experiences and risk factors for special populations. Still an area in
need of further research is the selection of screening tools that are applicable to variable
student populations (Albers & Kettler, 2014; Christ & Nelson, 2014; Pendergast, von der
Embse, Kilgus, & Eklund, 2017). For example, students with limited English proficiency
may fall outside of the standardization pool for which assessment tools were normed
upon, and as such, universal screening in a school with high rates of students learning the
English language may require specialized selection, implementation, and interpretation of
measures (Albers & Mission, 2014). Similarly, assessing generally for indicators of
behavioral health needs can seem shifted in student populations that have existing
societal and interpersonal factors that predispose them to appearing elevated on
standardized measures of behavioral and emotional functioning. With these stipulations
in mind, current widely used screening systems designed to measure behavioral and
emotional risk may or may not accurately depict the likelihood of criminal
involvement. Though assessment of these risk factors is important, so is the measures’
validity for use with special populations.
Juvenile Assessment Centers
In addition to school-based opportunities for assessing the needs and risk of
youth, community-based options exist as well. Juvenile Assessment Centers, or JACs,
were first established in Tampa, Florida in 1993 in response to incoordination among
their systems of care. Not long after, the nation followed suit and the JAC approach to
integrated screening and service delivery was a growing promising practice. The JAC
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design was intent on serving as a connector between agencies and a one-stop-shop for
referral, intake, and assessment of risk among youth exhibiting challenges related to their
behavioral health (McReynolds, Wasserman, DeComo, John, Keating, & Nolen,
2008). JACs have served as a much-needed preventative diversion presence in reducing
unnecessary referrals to juvenile court and detention. Youth are provided with screenings
for their mental health, risk for re-offending, and their other health needs that are then
used to determine recommendations for next steps and community connection. A JAC in
Dayton, OH found that this integrated and preventative approach allowed for more
objective decision-making, protection for youth and the public, support to families, and
efficiency in the allocation of limited resources within the juvenile justice system
(Weber, Umpierre, & Bilchik, 2018). The reduction in crowding youth detention and
probation made sure the system could re-allocate resources to their most at-risk and
vulnerable youth. Four years into the implementation of the JAC, they screened over
4,000 youth, shifted the bulk of youth assessed from detention to prevention, and saw a
47% reduction in youth incarcerated in Lucas County, OH (Weber, Umpierre, & Bilchik,
2018). JACs nationwide receive youth referred from the community, schools, caregivers,
and law enforcement to provide families with service recommendations to thwart further
involvement with the juvenile justice system.
Current Study
Prior studies have explored the factor structure and utilized model comparisons of
the BASC-2 BESS Student Form (e.g., Dowdy, Twyford, Chin, DiStefano, Kamphaus, &
Mays, 2011), however not yet has one examined the BASC-3 BESS Student Form in a
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special population. This study aimed to make use of a model comparison between factor
loadings of a special population with those of the norm sample. The intent of this
analysis was to determine the measurement invariance or lack thereof for the use of the
Behavior Assessment System for Children, Third Edition Behavioral and Emotional
Screening System [Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015 (BASC-3 BESS)] with students who
have contact with the juvenile justice system. The study addressed the following research
questions:
Research Questions
1. To what extent is the BASC-3 BESS an appropriate tool to use for risk
identification for youth who are justice-involved?
a. To what extent is the factor structure different across the sample
(justice-involved youth) and the norm group (generalized population)?
Method
Context
Data were collected on-site at “The Port,” a JAC in a large southwestern
metropolitan city between the months of September 2019 and January 2020. The Port
has been in operation since 2016, servicing and diverting youth who have had contact
with law enforcement and/or the juvenile justice system in the county it serves. The
county has a population of 2.16 million people (Data USA, 2018). It is estimated that
around 34.3% of households speak languages other than English and that 23.3% of the
population is under the age of 18. The county’s student population during the 2016-17
school year was 322,770 where 63.6% qualified for free and reduced-price lunch, 25.4%
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were English language learners, 11.5% received special education services, and 5.3%
qualified for gifted education programming. The ethnic and racial distribution for the
district’s students is 46.33% Hispanic/Latinx, 24.20% White, 14.48% Black, 6.75%
Multiracial, 6.28% Asian, 1.60% Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 0.36% Native
American.
Sample
Two hundred and fifty-seven youth were recruited upon entry into The Port, of
which 234 were included in the analysis; twenty-three youth were excluded for several
reasons including incomplete data and denial of consent and/or assent for
participation. Following the site intake process, staff at The Port provided their clients
with a written explanation of the study purpose and asked them if they wanted to
participate. If interested, the youth and their guardian were directed to a computer to
begin the questionnaire. The questionnaire obtained parental implied consent (in English
or Spanish) from legal guardians prior to youth participation and youth assented to
participation preceding the measure administration. The average questionnaire
completion time including the consent/assent process was approximately six and a half
minutes. To thank participants for their time, the study area had available snack items
(e.g., candy) for the youth to consume.
There are few agreements on a formula or method for determining the sample size
of a study using factor analysis methodology (Pett, Lackey, & Sullivan, 2003). In fact,
some theorists posit that 10 participants per test item is sufficient, while others consider
over 300 to be “good” and over 1,000 to be “excellent,” regardless of the test items
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(Nunnally, 1978; Comrey & Lee, 1992). Others still suggest that a study should contain
enough participants so that “anything that would be of interest for interpretation would be
significant” (Gorsuch, 1983, p. 209). In order to reduce sampling error as much as
possible in a special population that already differs from the general population in varied
ways, this study utilized Nunnally’s suggestion of 10 participants per test item. The
BASC-3 BESS student self-report form contains 28 items and as such, a sample size of
280 participants was desired. Though not reached, the sample size (n=234) can still be
considered “good” according to Mundfrom, Shaw, & Ke’s (2005) recommendation for
minimum sample sizes that utilize factor analysis.
Instrument
There are a number of assessments used in schools to measure and monitor the
behavioral and emotional health status of students. Due to the psychometric and practical
strengths, this study examined the usefulness and appropriateness of using the Behavior
Assessment System for Children, Third Edition- Behavior and Emotional Screening
System denoted as BASC-3 BESS, within a sample of youth involved in the juvenile
justice system (Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015).
BASC-3 BESS
The BASC-3 BESS was developed by Drs. Randy Kamphaus and Cecil Reynolds
and published in 2015. Its norming sample was designed to match that of the United
States in regard to race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, gender, geographic location, and
special- and gifted- education status (Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015). It is a screening tool
designed to assess, universally, the behavioral and emotional risk factors of
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students. This tool has multiple forms, which vary by rater; there are teacher-reports of
behavior for preschool and school-aged youth, parent-reports of behavior for preschool
and school-aged youth, and student-report forms for school-aged youth. This study
focused on the 28-item student form of self-reported behavior. This measure is designed
for use with students between grades three and twelve and takes between five and ten
minutes to complete. The student form contains items written at a second-grade reading
level and can be administered orally if that is more suitable to the student’s linguistic
and/or literacy needs. Though available in Spanish, this study analyzed English student
forms only. In practice, students who endorse elevated risk can be identified for tiered
interventions designed to mitigate externalizing and/or internalizing issues at school.
The BASC-3 BESS produces an overall Behavioral and Emotional Risk Index
(BERI) T score (which is a linear transformation of a given raw score), percentile rank,
and descriptive classification as well as sub-index raw scores and descriptive
classifications for Internalizing Risk Index (IRI), Self-Regulation Risk Index (SRI), and
Personal Adjustment Risk Index (PRI). The BERI T scores have a mean of 50 and a
standard deviation of 10. Students that endorse ratings that result in a T score of 60 or
below are classified as having normal risk for developing emotional or behavioral
issues. Students who endorse items in a manner that results in a T score between 61-70
are considered to have elevated risk for developing emotional or behavioral
issues. Lastly, students that endorse items that result in a T score of 71 and higher are
considered to have extremely elevated risk for developing emotional or behavioral issues.
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Items are designed to be endorsed on a four-point Likert scale with response
options of Never, Often, Sometimes, & Almost Always. Items that load onto the IRI
intend to measure “indicators of inwardly directed distress that reflect internalizing
problems a child may experience” (Kamphaus & Reynolds, p. 18, 2015). An example of
an item that contributes to this subindex is, “I worry what is going to happen.”
(Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015). Items that load onto the SRI intend to measure
“disruptive behavior and ability to sustain attention to tasks at hand” (Kamphaus &
Reynolds, p. 18, 2015). An example of an item that contributes to this subindex is,
“People tell me to slow down.” (Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015). Items that load onto the
PRI intend to measure “characteristics important for establishing good relationships with
others, as well as a healthy view of oneself” (Kamphaus & Reynolds, p. 18, 2015). An
example of an item that contributes to this subindex is, “I am good at making decisions.”
(Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015). The BERI encompasses all items and gives an overall
behavioral and emotional risk score. A subset of items that asks about school goes into
the BERI and not into any other index; an example of a school-focused item is, “My
school feels good to me.” (Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015).
Psychometrics
Internal consistency reliability coefficients for the student form range between .72
and .95 across all age groups, gender norms, and indexes. This indicates that all of the
items on the scale measure the same construct. Relatedly, the standard error of
measurement for the student form ranges between 1.41-3.00. These numbers indicate a
90% confidence interval within which the true score of the rater lies. The test-retest
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reliability coefficients range between .76-.87. This indicates that the consistency of
ratings over multiple administrations was acceptable.
Index and subindex intercorrelations as indicators of the scale validity produced
intercorrelations between the BERI and the subindexes IRI, SRI, and PRI that ranges
between -.82 and .85. When compared to other scales that measure similar constructs,
the BASC-3 BESS produced consistent measurement results as the Achenbach System of
Empirically Based Assessment (Achenbach, 2009) and the Behavior Assessment System
for Children, Third Edition (Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015).
Statistical Analyses
School psychologists relay the use of evidence-based interventions as their
hallmark of practice, training, and research (Pendergast, von der Embse, Kilgus, &
Eklund, 2017). Also important, and a precursor to intervention, are evidence-based and
diversely-sensitive assessment techniques and procedures. Measurement invariance, or
the examination of a tool’s usefulness and appropriateness for specific populations, can
aid in the understanding of a measure’s specificity to diverse groups. In psychological
testing, it is important that items are comparable across distinct groups of test-takers
(Reise, Widaman, & Pugh, 1993). The establishment of this comparability is born out of
investigations into a test’s measurement invariance. Specific to this study, measurement
invariance of a common school-based behavior risk screener was explored using
exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis within a sample of justice-involved youth.
School psychologists frequently attempt to measure constructs that are
unobservable (e.g., intelligence, personality, creativity, etc.); these constructs are referred
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to as latent factors (Pendergast, von der Embse, Kilgus, & Eklund, 2017). This poses an
interesting dilemma to the practitioner when selecting a testing battery that will
accurately record and result those latent factors in an informative manner. School-based
measures of risk are a common tool for identifying students in need of emotional and/or
behavioral support. These measures attempt to measure the construct of “risk,” and in
doing so ask raters to respond to Likert-style questions designed to measure latent risk, as
it is outlined in the theory.
Likert-style questionnaires with fewer than five item response options are
considered to purport ordinal data. Ordinal data are assumed to indicate a rank order that
mimic values in a real-number system, however, the distance between those numbers is
considered unequal and therefore meaningless (Crocker & Algina, 2008). To illustrate
this concept contextually, the BASC BESS-3 has Likert-style response options of Never,
Sometimes, Often, and Almost Always that mimic a continuum from low-to-high
numerals. However, one cannot infer that an endorsement of Often is indicative of three
times the endorsement of Never because the differences between units are unfixed
(Crocker & Algina, 2008). To determine the factor structure that best fits the data
collected, CFA model comparisons can allow researchers to better understand the items
and determine their loadings on the latent constructs being measured.
Confirmatory Factor Analysis
Stephen Jay Gould briefly and pointedly described the spirit and purpose of factor
analysis as, “[allowing] one to find the common axes influencing sets of independently
measured variables” (p. 43, 1981). This precise yet concise definition illustrates
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accurately the aim of this study; to determine if the common behavioral and emotional
risk axes that influence the general population present similarly or differently in a sample
of youth that belong to a special population: youth who have had contact with the
juvenile justice system. Considering that the screening system used in this study is an
existing parsimonious product of factor and principal components analyses performed on
its parent measure (The Behavior Assessment System for Children, Third Edition), the
goal of this study is not to truncate items further, but to determine whether the existing,
agreed upon factor structure of the screener fits when the measurement sample are from
this specific population. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) performed on collected data
will examine the extent to which it corresponds to the model published by the test
authors, factor loadings for which can be referenced in Table 1.
All CFA model investigations were conducted separately using MPlus software
version 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017) and each used maximum likelihood estimation
(MLE) methods. CFAs were conducted on six latent factor structures from conceptual,
theoretical, and exploratory factor analysis-driven solutions. Six separate models were
investigated (see Figures 1-6): (1) a unidimensional model, with each of the 28 items
loading onto one latent factor (i.e., Behavioral and Emotional Risk Index), (2) a threefactor model, with the three latent factors represented in the BASC-3 BESS manual (i.e.,
Internalizing Risk Index, Self-Regulation Risk Index, and Personal Adjustment Risk
index; Kamphaus & Reynolds, 2015) and the items that load onto those factors, (3) a
four-factor model using the same factors from the three-factor with the addition of a
fourth factor (i.e., Education Related Risk Index), (4) a second-order, hierarchical model
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with the Behavioral and Emotional Risk Index serving as the second order factor with the
Internalizing Risk, Self-Regulation Risk, and Personal Adjustment Risk indices as firstorder factors, (5) a bifactor model with all items loading onto the Behavioral and
Emotional Risk Index loading and respectively onto the Internalizing Risk, SelfRegulation Risk, and Personal Adjustment Risk indices, and (6) a four-factor EFA-driven
model with four latent factors (i.e., Internalizing Risk Index, Self-Regulation Risk Index,
Parent Relationship Risk Index, and the Education-Related Risk Index).
To determine the model fit, several fit indices were utilized including chi-square
test of model fit, root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative fit
index (CFI), Tucker Lewis index (TLI), and standardized root-mean-square residual
(SRMR). Chi-square values assess overall model misfit; significant chi-square values
<.05 indicate some misfit in the model (Hu & Bentler, 1999), however, a significant chisquare test does not necessarily indicate poor fit in large sample sizes so should be
interpreted as a complement to other fit statistics (Asparouhov & Muthén,
2018). RMSEA values closer to zero indicate better fit, values <0.08 indicate adequate
fit and those <0.05 indicate good fit (Steiger, 1990; Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, &
Strahan, 1999). CFI and TLI compare the target model fit to that of a null model; values
≥0.90 indicate good fit (Bentler, 1990). SRMR values <0.08 indicate good fit, values
closer to zero indicate better fit (Brown, 2006).
Table 1
BASC-3 BESS Student Form: Confirmatory Factor Analysis Loadings
Item

IRI

SRI
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PRI

Additional
BERI Items

Want to improve, but can’t
0.60
Feeling alone
0.61
Worry without reason
0.65
Life getting worse
0.65
Blamed for things can’t control
0.61
Failure despite effort
0.55
Feeling out of place
0.65
Can’t control thoughts
0.63
Worry what will happen
0.57
Feeling misunderstood
0.67
Can’t sit still
0.57
Can’t pay attention to teachers
0.68
Others say slow down
0.57
Talk when others talk
0.57
Forget
0.50
Trouble for inattention
0.73
Parental trust
0.68
Others respect
0.61
Others like
0.65
Parental pride
0.67
Happy with me
0.63
Parental listen
0.62
Good decision-maker
0.52
Parents like to spend time
0.67
School is good
0.68
School is safe
0.65
Teacher pride
0.67
Get along with teacher
0.66
Note. Table adapted from “Behavioral and Emotional Screening System Manual,” by R.
W. Kamphaus and C. R. Reynolds, 2015, Pearson, Inc., p. 26. Copyright 2015 by NCS
Pearson, Inc.
Exploratory Factor Analysis
Despite a priori hypotheses regarding the factor structure, exploratory factor
analysis (EFA) was performed to investigate the emergent factor structure from the
collected data. The EFA was performed using Stata Statistical Software version 16
(StataCorp, 2019) and used a principal factors method with an oblique promax rotation,
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an appropriate rotation for non-orthogonal, correlated data. Loadings <|0.30| were
considered weak and not visually included in the table of loadings. Eigenvalues, a scree
plot, and factor loadings were used to determine the factor structure. Some items were
negatively loaded onto their respective factors; the researcher did not engage in reversecoding.
Results
Participant Description
Demographic data were collected to understand the characteristics of the
participant sample. In addition to demographics, questions related to participant sense of
school belonging, prior discipline exposure, and household were asked. The study
sample was 54.1% ethnically Hispanic/Latinx and 26.8% racially Black. Compared to
ethnic and racial breakdown of the school district as a whole, both Hispanic/Latinx and
Black youth were disproportionately overrepresented in the study sample. It is unknown
whether this was due to overrepresentation of Hispanic/Latinx and Black youth in the
JAC or of youth interested in participating in the study. Two forms of exclusionary
discipline were explored; 79.9% of the study sample had been suspended from school at
least once and 14.7% had been expelled from school at least once. Participants were
asked the source of their referral to the JAC and 45.3% of youth were referred from their
school (or a school resource/police officer). For youth who were issued a criminal
citation (21.8% of the sample) 35.3% were cited for Assault/Battery. A complete
breakdown of the study participants’ demographic and other information can be
referenced in the tables below.
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Table 2
Participant Demographic Information
Characteristic

N
227

n

%

Age
13
50
22.0
14
52
22.9
15
42
18.5
16
48
21.1
17
35
15.4
Grade
229
7th
20
8.7
th
8
48
21.0
th
9
43
18.8
10th
48
21.0
th
11
48
21.0
12th
22
9.6
Race
228
Asian American
6
2.6
Black or African American
61
26.8
Native American or Alaska
15
6.6
Native
Native Hawaiian or Pacific
6
2.6
Islander
White
42
18.4
Two or More Races
98
43.0
Ethnicity
231
Hispanic or Latino
125
54.1
Not Hispanic or Latino
106
45.9
Note. Each characteristic was asked of all 234 participants and percentages were
calculated excluding missing data.
Table 3
Participant Responses to School Belonging Items
Item
I feel I am a part of my school.
I am happy I go to the school I go to.

True
n
167
170
47

%
71.4
72.6

False
n
67
64

%
28.6
27.4

N
234
234

I feel close to people at my school.
173
73.9
The teachers at my school treat students
152
65.0
fairly.
Note. School Belonging items from Anderman, E. M. (2002).

61
82

26.1
35.0

234
234

Table 4
Participant Responses to Discipline-Related Items
Discipline Characteristic
Referral
School
Parent/Caregiver
Police
Self-Referred
Community
Other
Citation
Theft
Assault
Drugs
Disorderly Conduct
Liquor
Curfew
Other
Suspensions
1-2
3-4
5-6
7-8
9+
Expulsions
1
2
3

N
232

n

%

106
31
51
3
9
32

45.3
13.2
21.8
1.3
3.8
13.7

5
18
8
1
1
3
15

9.8
35.3
15.7
2.0
2.0
5.9
29.4

98
36
19
11
23

52.4
19.3
10.2
5.9
12.3

27
6
1

79.4
17.6
2.9

51

187

34

Table 5
Additional Items
Item
Have you ever run away from home?

Yes
n
34
48

No
%
14.5

n
200

N
%
85.5

234

Are you currently attending school?
Does your household value education?

215
224

91.9
96.1

19
9

8.1
3.9

234
233

Table 6
Participant Primary Caregiver
Caregiver
Biological parents
Single mom
Single dad
Legal guardian(s)
Adoptive parents
Foster parents
Other

n
95
61
9
55
2
1
11

%
40.6
26.1
3.8
23.5
0.9
0.4
4.7

Model Fit Assessment
As shown in Table 7, the CFA conducted on the one-factor, unidimensional
model (Figure 1) showed poor fit. The chi-square value was the highest of the tested
theories, the RMSEA was well above cutoff values that indicate good fit, SRMR was
large, and the CFI and TLI were small. A three-factor correlated model (Figure 2) and
four-factor correlated model (Figure 3) were tested and indicated better fit than the
unidimensional, but not “good” fit. A second-order, hierarchical model (Figure 4) was
tested and the goodness-of-fit statistics indicated poor fit. A bifactor model (Figure 5)
was tested to match the factor structure of the published measure and still the fit was
poor. Due to several theories tested with poor fit, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA)
was conducted on the gathered data set. The results of the EFA indicated a four-factor
solution (Table 8) using 27 of the 28 items. Item 5 (“I want to do better, but I can’t”)
produced a factor loading that was <|0.30| and was therefore not included in one of the
four latent factors in the figure. The four-factor, correlated, EFA-driven solution (Figure
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6) was refit as a CFA and indicated the best fit of all the tested models, yet it was still
poor by psychoeducational research standards. In an attempt to improve the model fit,
suggested modification indices were implemented. Two pairs of items within the fourth
factor (Education Related Risk Index) were allowed to correlate. The fit of the modified
four-factor EFA is considered adequate with a low chi-square value, a RMSEA value
below 0.080, CFI and TLI the largest of the tested theories, and a SRMR below
0.080.
The CFA and EFA suggest that, as the BASC-3 BESS is currently scored, it may
not be appropriate to identify risk among youth involved in the juvenile justice
system. The scoring structure is delivered using a bifactor model with an overall factor
that encompasses all items as well as three subscores for three latent factors. When
tested, that model had poor fit with these data. Instead, a model consisting of four latent
factors (i.e., Internalizing Risk, Self-Regulation Risk, Parental Relation Risk, and
Education Related Risk) delivered the best fit for these data. The attempt to determine
the measurement invariance of the BASC-3 BESS for this specific sample resulted in a
discovery of measurement variance; the factor structure of the BASC-3 BESS as
delineated from the norm sample was not mirrored for the sample in this study.
Table 7
Fit Statistics for BASC-3 BESS Model Theories

a

One-factor model
Three-factor modelb
Four-factor modela
Second-order modelb
Bifactor modela

Chi-square
1400.356
677.145
897.430
1219.908
853.138
50

RMSEA
0.113
0.086
0.083
0.103
0.084

CFI
0.626
0.819
0.803
0.691
0.812

TLI
0.596
0.800
0.783
0.667
0.780

SRMR
0.096
0.079
0.082
0.146
0.096

Four-factor EFA modelc
793.421
0.080
0.827 0.809 0.079
Four-factor EFA model-modifiedc 683.013
0.070
0.867 0.852 0.074
Note. RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; CFI = comparative fit index;
TLI = Tucker Lewis index; SRMR = standardized root-mean-square residual.
a

Includes all 28 items.

b

Items 2, 9, 15, and 17 removed. c Item 5 removed to improve

model fit.
Table 8
EFA Promax Factor Loadings for the BASC-3 BESS Student Form Four-Factor Solution
Item
Feeling alone
Worry without reason
Life getting worse
Blamed for things can’t control
Happy with me
Failure despite effort
Feeling out of place
Can’t control thoughts
Worry what will happen
Feeling misunderstood
Can’t sit still
Can’t pay attention to teachers
Others say slow down
Talk when others talk
Forget
Trouble for inattention
Good decision-maker
Parental trust
Parental pride
Parental listen
Parents like to spend time
Teacher pride
Others respect
School is good
Others like
Get along with teacher
School is safe
Reliability

IRI

SRI

PRI

ERI

0.69
0.71
0.68
0.53
-0.58
0.40
0.79
0.53
0.69
0.38
-

0.50
0.70
0.38
0.63
0.53
0.77
-0.32
-

0.72
0.68
0.79
0.75
-

0.61
0.56
0.55
0.50
0.45
0.57
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Coefficient H
0.875
0.803
0.830
0.718
Omega
0.836
0.703
0.845
0.759
Note. Factor loadings >|0.30| not included. The four-factor structure was derived from
the EFA then refit as a CFA. IRI = Internalizing Risk Index; SRI = Self-Regulation Risk
Index; PRI = Parent Relation Risk Index; ERI = Education Related Risk Index.
Figure 1
One-Factor Model of the BASC-3 BESS

Note. Includes all 28 items.
Figure 2
Three-Factor, Correlated Model of the BASC-3 BESS

Note. Includes 24 items; items 2, 9, 15, and 17 removed.
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Figure 3
Four-Factor, Correlated Model of the BASC-3 BESS

Note. Includes all 28 items.
Figure 4
Second-Order, Hierarchical Model of the BASC-3 BESS

Note. Includes 24 items; items 2, 9, 15, and 17 removed.
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Figure 5
Bifactor Model of the BASC-3 BESS

Note. Includes all 28 items.
Figure 6
Modified Four-Factor Model from the EFA of the BASC-3 BESS
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Note. Includes 27 items; item 5 removed.
Discussion
This study aimed to determine if administrations of the BASC-3 BESS in a sample of
youth with juvenile justice contact resulted in a factor structure similar to that of the norm
sample in order to determine measurement invariance. Results of the CFA indicated that
the best fitting model was a four-factor structure consisting of the following labeled latent
factors: Internalizing Risk Index (IRI), Self-Regulation Risk Index (SRI), Parent Relation
Risk Index (PRI) and Education Related Risk Index (ERI). This model, which is
dissimilar to the published model from the normative sample, produced the best
goodness-of-fit statistics of the tested theories. The latent constructs as they are
instructed to be understood by measure authors created configural misfit with these data.
Though the quantitative scoring structure may require altering for students who are
involved in the juvenile justice system, the qualitative nature of the BASC-3 BESS item
content is undoubtedly useful. Students who have involvement in the juvenile justice
system have a distinct profile of risk that does not match that which is proposed by the
measure and its scoring criterion. Practitioners within schools who utilize the BASC-3
BESS for assistance with their data-driven decision making could benefit from
understanding how risk may measure across distinct groups of students.
This study provides a unique addition to the literature on the BASC-3 BESS
Student Form due to its use of adolescent self-reports of behavior, its focus on youth who
have had contact with the juvenile justice system, and its utilization of an independent
sample. The identification of risk tendencies like those given by screeners such as the
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BASC-3 BESS can aid in preventing the transfer of youth responsibility from schools to
prisons or juvenile detention centers. Although the published scoring structure created
invariance for this sample, the researched has identified one did provide good fit. These
early findings could allow for meaningful scores in the context of JACs, or within this
distinct population as an aggregate. Because this subset of youth is distinctly different
from the adolescent population in general, they should be treated as such in the realm of
school-based risk assessment.
Limitations
This study’s breadth of understanding was stunted due to an oversight in the
inclusion of gender within the demographic data collection. The literature points to
changes in gender trends among youth who are involved in the juvenile justice system
and the inclusion of such a criterion would have given additional rich information on the
sample, their life experiences, and the intersection of discipline, risk, and
gender. Additionally, the items on the BASC-3 BESS were administered grouped by
subindex as opposed to the traditional scrambled item format. This was a diversion to the
standard administration, however not entirely problematic due to the availability to skip
around while completing the measure both on paper and for this study regardless. The
participant sample were disproportionately students of color, particularly Black and
Latinx. These students are disproportionately represented in much of juvenile justice
data and though this study points that out, further research is needed to investigate
specific risk identification for these students as related to their existence in oppressive
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education systems. Reduced pathways from school to prison has to begin with
investigation into the most affected.
Conclusion
There are several characteristics that are associated with likelihood for involvement
with the juvenile justice system. Students of color, young men, and students who have
extensive history of early trauma and mental illness are all more likely to become
involved with the juvenile justice system. Once in the system, these youth are further
marginalized and often have resulting pernicious life outcomes. Among these outcomes
are reduced school completion and academic achievement, increased risk for recidivism,
and cyclical patterns of underemployment and low socioeconomic status. These point to
the need for recognition of this population of students as unique in school psychological
practice. Students who are at risk for behavioral and emotional problems can be
universally evaluated using screening methods that yield less biased student data. A
measure with specificity to this group of students could lead to breakthroughs in the data
collection and decision-making that school psychologists engage in for the dismantling of
school-based pathways to the juvenile justice system.
An investigation into the measurement invariance of the BASC-3 BESS resulted
in findings that suggest the tool, as administered to this sample of justice-involved youth,
currently does not have specificity to this group of students. The model for which the
BASC-3 BESS was published produced poor fit for the independently collected data
sample. A separate, four-factor structure produced the best fit. The four-factor,
correlated model consisted of an Internalizing Risk Index, Self-Regulation Risk Index,
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Parent Relation Risk Index, and Education Related Risk Index. Item five was omitted,
and two pairs of items (item 2 with item 15 and item 6 with item 10) within the Education
Related Risk Index were allowed to correlate in order to improve the model fit. Future
research in this area should investigate race and gender related differences within the
subpopulation of youth with juvenile justice involvement. Profiles broken down by such
characteristics could inform and further support the reduced pathways that
disproportionately affect youth of color and young men. While this study focused on the
risk identification of adolescents (age 13-17), an expansion with the inclusion of younger
students could allow for a longitudinal investigation into risk profiles over time as related
to eventual justice system involvement. Such a study could inquire about the
criminogenic risk prediction of the measure and flip the research to align with the
prevention-oriented purpose of universal school-based screening.
Though support for using universal screening using measures such as the BASC-3
BESS is widely supported (Naser & Dever, 2020), this study highlights the implications
for practice among a varied student population. These data suggest that the use of the
BASC-3 BESS for students who have juvenile justice involvement is not entirely
comprehensive of their distinct profile of risk. Though measurement invariance was not
supported through this investigation, further research is needed to conclude
definitively. This study further supports conceptualizing youth with juvenile justice
involvement as distinctly different with school-based measurement practices that match
their unique needs.
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